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Reviewed by
Thong Vang
University of Minnesota, Twin Cities

It has been forty-five years since the first wave of Hmong refugees
arrived in the United States. The Hmong American diaspora was the
result of the political conflicts in Southeast Asia between the 1950s up
until a little over 1975. Since then, many of those who were involved
have slowly made their way from Southeast Asia to other countries
throughout the world. Among their Asian American counterparts, the
Hmong and other Southeast Asians are among the newest waves of
Asian immigrants to the United States. Unlike many other Asian
Americans, they are still largely underserved and underrepresented in all
economic industries.
As a 1.5 generation Hmong graduate student, I found The
Making of Hmong America: Forty Years after the Secret War to be an
important and critical text, both professionally and personally. As there
were multiple waves of Hmong refugees, my family was part of the last few waves of resettlement
to the United States. Even though each family’s story varies, the Vietnam War and the Secret War
continue to be salient among personal narratives in many Hmong refugee families.
The Making of Hmong America is part of a series of books and articles published by Dr.
Kou Yang, highlighting the Hmong’s involuntary migration from Asia to the rest of the world,
their past status, and progress of the Hmong diaspora in the United States. The book expands upon
a previous text that Yang had written entitled “40 years after the Vietnam War: Celebrating the
contributions of Indochinese refugees to the United States.”
In the foreword along with the introduction, Yang chronologically and carefully lays out
the purpose of the book and disputes the argument made by the United States and United Nation
after the warring period that,
Hmong and other highlanders from Laos were considered by the U.S. government
and its Congress as “not suitable for U.S. resettlement” ... [the] Hmong are a hill
tribe people who would not be able to adapt and adjust to American society for
survival (p. 54).
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I felt that Yang did well with the way he organized the chapters to speak back to the deficit
argument above. He pieces together biographies, personal communications, sensitive historical
accounts, and past research to draw attention to the struggles and achievements of the Hmong in
America. The first two chapters serve as an introduction to Hmong history and the development
of the Vietnam War and Secret War while chapters three and four depict the transition and
resettlement of the Hmong to the United States. Chapter five encompasses the state of Hmong in
America along with a directory of Hmong professionals in different economic industries. Here is
where Yang highlights the achievements and successes of Hmong Americans as a device to say,
“Yes, we can adapt and we have done so in a way that has contributed to the U.S. economy and
beyond.” In the closing chapter, Yang adds that displacements and doubts by outsiders are not new
to the Hmong:
In retrospect, the Hmong have been a people of diaspora for about five thousand years;
their long history, as mentioned before, has been constant struggle through series of
devastating wars, long migrations, oppressions, and suppressions by outsiders. The
Hmong have been pushed and pulled to be displaced from ancient China into Southeast
Asia, and lastly by crossing the Pacific Ocean to the Americas (p. 151).
This book celebrates the forty plus years which the Hmong have been in the United States and
recognizes the challenges they have faced while acknowledging their achievements and
contributions.
Yang nuances often orally-told narrative of the Hmong American journey throughout his
book. For example, General Vang Pao is credited for the act of bringing “the Hmong to the United
States”; however, Yang’s account of Yang See’s attempt to advocate for Hmong resettlement in
the U.S. counters this narrative. Yang shows that it took more than one person to have made the
resettlement of the Hmong people possible while underscoring the different oppositional figures
that made the resettlement process difficult. These oppositional forces include the United States
and United Nations, who were reluctant to recognize the Hmong as refugees because the Hmong
are a minority group living in “neutral” Laos due to “both the 1954 and 1962 Geneva Accords” (p.
11). Neutrality meant that the United States and Hmong relationship during the Vietnam War was
supposed to be kept a “secret,” hence the “Secret War.” With Laos being neutral, the institutions
rationalized that the Hmong “were not like the Cambodian and the Vietnamese refugees who lost
their countries after being militarily defeated by communists” (pp. 51-52).
Another oppositional figure, according to Yang, was General Vang Pao. He had scolded
Yang See and his wife, Pia, for their advocacy on having the Hmong resettle in the United States.
After having fled Laos, Yang See left Thailand for the United States and spoke with representatives
of the U.S. Secretary of State, at the time, Henry Kissinger. This act was viewed as an opposition
to General Vang Pao’s plan of having the Hmong to return to Laos. I believe this is a sensitive
claim because it introduces an alternative narrative to what has been said about General Vang Pao
being the person “who brought the Hmong to the United States.”
Yang’s brief overview of educated Hmong people in Chapter three covers a group of young
Hmong men who obtained college level education prior to 1975. In my opinion, I felt this chapter
was short with only eight pages. There should have been more text covered because Yang notes
that their education has contributed to the resettlement of the Hmong in America. One way to add
on to the chapter is to detail the educational history of the other students as well and their
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whereabouts. Despite this limitation, this chapter illustrates that there were “educated” Hmong
during a time where Hmong people were considered as an illiterate group of people and those
educated played an instrumental role in the future direction of their Hmong community in
Southeast Asia and the United States.
Strategically, Yang builds each chapter on the former to establish a linear historical context
for the readers. It is in Chapter five, the longest chapter, that was the climax of the book. He
addresses his argument of why the Hmong and other Southeast Asian refugees are suitable for life
in America. Yang summarizes the Hmong in American experience with the Hmong proverb “If a
small calf survives, it will be a bull, and if an orphan survives, she or he will be a woman or a
man” (p. 76). This quote signifies the Hmong in America and around the world, after years of
struggling through war, displacement, and prejudice and discrimination if given a chance they will
survive and thrive.
Chapter five documents the contributions of Hmong Americans since their first arrival. The
strength in this chapter is Yang’s catalogs of economic and educational progression of the Hmong
American communities throughout the nation, covering Hmong in different professions across
industries, such as, art and literature, business entrepreneurship, corporate America, education,
high tech and service, Hollywood and the filmmaking industry, law, political participation, and
other contributions. While I felt the chapter could be further expanded, I found this section to be
inspiring, and of course, I also understand the elaboration of these individual narratives may not
be the purpose of the chapter and of the book. Nevertheless, it would be wonderful to hear more
about these individuals’ work and lives.
Interestingly, I noticed most stories and interviews in the book were male centric. This is
prevalent in Hmong folk stories and oral history that the narrative focus on male figures.
Generations have gone by along with the war-era generation, the stories of grandmothers, sisters,
mothers, daughters, granddaughters, and so forth were also impacted by the war, and their stories
would have added dynamic to the overall narrative of the Hmong American journey and
experience. Moving forward, how should the Hmong youth generation best capture the voices and
stories of the whole Hmong community, so it does not only center men?
While I recognize the setbacks of the book being male centric, I also see that Yang is
introducing men who were not originally credited for their contributions for paving the way to the
United States. I found their contributions important for our community to know. I do appreciate
Yang’s positionality and relationship which provided him access to people who may not be
accessible to me or others. However, I want to not only critique but also encourage more historical
accounts of others and to consider the spectrum of what makes up the Hmong refugees and Hmong
American experiences.
Lastly, Yang’s book plays an important role in the larger Hmong American community
context. Historically, Yang’s work provides knowledge that is not readily available to the
community-at-large and sometimes even to those who are Hmong, such as those who were born
or raised in the United States. Later generation Hmong youth can pick up this book and read about
what happened to the larger Hmong community before arriving in the United States. It is a text
that speaks back to deficit discourses of refugee and immigrant communities.
Overall, I believe Yang’s complications of our shared Hmong narrative push for dialogues
and discussions among Hmong and other communities as we try to unpack the historical narratives
which unfolded before, during, and after the Secret War. I recommend reading this book for
members of the Hmong community, professionals, and academics alike, to understand the history
of a refugee community in the United States and the transition challenges faced by communities
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who are stateless. I would like to take it a step further and suggest that it be taught and read in
Hmong and Southeast Asian history courses as a way of challenging the dominant narratives told
in the Hmong and academic community.
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